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In a recent number of touchpoints with the marketplace, Propelle Leadership, a boutique firm 

that is helping tech-driven organizations to be inclusion leaders using innovation, asked some 

questions to uncover what it takes to keep remote teams engaged and what is being done to 

ensure inclusion remains a priority.  

Marguerite Fleming and Lisa Pierosara, Co-Founders of Propelle, hosted a recent Executive 

Roundtable which included senior women from both Technology and Diversity & Inclusion 

functions at SunLife, CIBC, and Wells Fargo.

STRUCTURE

Of the six core themes that emerged, two stand out to us at Propelle:  Enablement and Connection.  

Organizations need to be purposeful (and visible) to champion processes that realize the power of 

diversity of thought -- they must enable voices for leading and contributing to and championing new 

ideas.  It’s time to go beyond diversity being represented around the table - we now must put those 

voices and ideas into play, empowering them for idea ownership. 

Authentic inclusion is not only doing the right thing, but modelling behaviours publicly to highlight 

and elevate diverse views and leadership styles of women and other vulnerable populations.

This type of approach helps organizations demonstrate visibly the benefits of a diverse workforce and 

gives teams the experience of working across gender and diverse population lines.  The ideal 

inclusive approach also includes voices sometimes lost in a remote team environment and ensures 

that all voices are given equal, elevated opportunity to contribute.  Authentic inclusion ensures that 

senior leadership goes beyond events and speeches, to truly embedding the expertise, experience 

and voices of diverse populations into the decision-making of the organization.  Organizations must 

strive to help teams enhance inclusive messaging, ideation and opportunities for one-to-one level 

connection with leaders and colleagues to ensure optimal productivity, motivation and idea sharing.

Here are a variety of ideas and statements from our experienced guests, from whom six core factors 

emerged on building resilience in remote teams, leveraging diversity of thought, and ensuring 

inclusion remains a priority.
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Senior Executive Influence

Senior Executives have the opportunity to set the tone for diversity of thought in action.  That 

means to invite opinion before they speak, not to sway the conversation.  When one guest 

witnessed this in action recently by a senior male executive and asked him what made them do 

that, he implied the dire impact of influencing a conversation and stated that listening first is 

key, “I will miss a whole lot if I am not listening.”  

Guests agreed this is still a unique senior leadership perspective.  The more common leader 

who wants to assert their authority and competence must learn to switch out their language 

and know the value of the freedom to ideate.  This ensures you come up with the best 

solutions. The senior level leadership conversation is expanding, slowly.

The organizations whose top leaders are showing up in an authentic way are the ones who are 

engaging their workforce.  Weekly updates from a CEO in his hoodie in his homespace, 

Executives with “ask me anything” sessions, All-Hands Talks from non-industry guest speakers 

to inspire about adversity, Leadership taking on riskier solutions/ideas that may have been 

rejected prior to these circumstances.  These are some examples of positive actions that are 

making employees feel empowered and proud of the choice to build their career with their 

employer. 
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Stretch Opportunities

Our Wells Fargo Tech Executive with decades of international remote team expertise 

emphasized the importance of ingraining mobility into a team member’s career path, with 

personalized coaching opportunities and career conversations with their managers to ensure 

they have vision, variety and opportunities in their work, in order to stay engaged and 

productive.  She said an organization must nurture the remote team to find their passion, 

leveraging listening and trust to empower them while remote, giving them the opportunity to 

stretch their skill sets and asking ‘what else do you want?’

“In order to have a team that is dynamic, especially when resources become tight, people need 

to have continuous training-up, cross-functional moves across the business for career growth 

and learning.” An increasing demand for competency in collaboration is also required for small 

teams.  When passionate, they do more for the business.

Emphatically emphasized at the roundtable discussion was the need for an environment of 

enablement where leaders:

recognize the soft voices and give opportunity to lead something, let them set the 

tone of conversation and be in charge

approve various placements in leadership positions and intentional stretch 

opportunities to empower them, including the opportunity to champion their ideas. 
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Tools that Include (and Empower) All Voices

Training programs are a staple for team engagement and effectiveness, as is unconscious bias awareness.  Other 

tools in use at these larger private sector companies are mentorship programs and sponsorship (HR support) at 

onboarding stages.  Leadership teams must also represent the diversity of a customer base.  

The roundtable guests mentioned new opportunities popping up during COVID in their organizations like access to 

leadership coaching, ‘Virtual Water Cooler’ sessions for teams, learning Agile frameworks, and step-up 

opportunities to get their hands wet in new things, even remotely.   

Another inclusion tool deemed effective for immediate pulse checks on productivity, were Lean Coffee meet-ups, 

which are structured, agenda-less meetings.  Participants gather, build an agenda, and begin talking. Conversations 

are directed and productive because the agenda for the meeting is democratically generated.  All voices are heard.

Team Connection for Remote Teams

“I’m incredibly impressed with the innovation that has occurred in the teams now” said one Team Leader at Sunlife.  

Since the COVID situation, her remote teams are seeing more sharing of thought, beyond work-related items -- Not 

just ‘here is how I am coding this differently, or doing pair programming virtually’, but also more personalized 

topics like garden ideas, home schooling realities, playing online games together or just seeing one another in their 

home element.  Her teams are motivated because of the freedom to adjust to the new situation together, being 

encouraged to explore, try something new, then learn from it.  She believes that in some ways remote work is 

increasing ideation, although tough to replace in-person productivity as a team.

It is important to ensure there are one on one connection points, coaching conversations, and trust to empower 

them to do their job.  There are also benefits to keeping deadlines to ensure teams are motivated, especially with 

under-performers who tend to avoid discussions with managers. 
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Appetite for Innovation and Risk

Many organizations claim they stand for innovation and thinking outside the box but do not seem to tolerate ideas that fail or don’t 

produce a bottom line impact.  With innovation, comes experimentation and risk.

A seasoned tech leader from CIBC acknowledged the importance once again of leadership walking the talk.  She said “A big factor to 

succeed in remote reality and business in general is the appetite for risk: Organizations have to have an R&D culture where 

executives enable it, tolerating failure, learning from it.  Companies must enable the environment for new ideas. 

She quoted a recent project where solutions offered would have been at one point  unacceptable, but recently execs were totally 

open to the ideas because of the high need.  The recent situation forced them to accept ideas that may not work, so teams are

seeing many more “yeses” from Execs. 

Accept ideas, allow experimentation, and enable an environment of some risk with new ideas is ideal for long term success.

Seeing Our Differences

Our expert in diversity and inclusivity matters at the roundtable had some meaningful examples of how the pandemic experience is

emphasizing great dichotomies.   “It is becoming really obvious that we have to be intentional about the different experiences 

people are having in this.  We first thought this would be really great for women working from home for example, but that is not

really what is happening, schooling, two shifts etc. It is taking a toll for women, taking a toll in different communities, depending on 

the type of work you do.  Banking centres versus corporate staff, for example, hold very different experiences.”

It was suggested that we all use the COVID-19 reality to relieve ourselves of the assumptions we make of others.  Research is 

confirming that there are gendered impacts from the pandemic reality.  See the work being done by Rotman’s Gender and The 

Economy Institute for example. https://www.gendereconomy.org/primer-on-the-gendered-impacts-of-covid-19/

When there is gender balance on a team they are handling this covid crisis very differently than those teams without.  There is a real 

opportunity to learn each other’s reality, men and women seeing each other’s reality.

These financial institutions represented at the roundtable agree. “The biggest thing we are learning in leadership right now: Not to 

make assumptions.”
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Summary

Sunlife, CIBC, Wells Fargo are some organizations that seem to be allowing people to find their 

wings and come up with inventive ways of working and thinking, to be innovative, 

understanding, and inclusive.  

“Command and control was the past, now we are saying ‘what else can we do?’ ‘what would 

you do if you owned this product’?  When you start giving people the freedom to build things 

in a team, they become owners. And that changes everything.”

Inherent to us in the conversation was the growing need to be agile in a world where the 

psychology of business is changing, demanding more competency in emotional intelligence, 

collaboration and creative thinking (within an environment that enables all of this), walking the 

talk, from Executive level authenticity to remote team ideation that supports experimentation 

and includes more diversity of thought.   What does Diversity of Thought equate to? 

Engagement, better ideas and bottom line impact.

Who Is Propelle Leadership?

Propelle helps tech-driven organizations to walk the talk in the space of diversity and inclusion, 

helping teams leverage the power of diversity in their creative problem solving efforts. The 

impacts of this are stronger go-to-market ideas (from proven impacts of diversity of thought 

and gender balanced teams), stronger engagement of those who are under-represented in the 

company, and a more authentic reputation of an organization that doesn’t just value diversity 

but embeds it into the culture and daily business practices.

We’d love to have a conversation with you about our Inclusive Innovation Labs to enhance what 

you’ve started.
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More resources referenced in the Executive Roundtable:

London Business School study on Men and Women in teams and the innovation potential of professional teams, highlights 

that especially in ideation, a 50:50 split is optimal for innovation project ROI. Article here: 

https://www.academia.edu/729854/Innovative_Potential_Men_and_women_in_teams

CEO survey stat on creative thinking: PWC 20th CEO Study (2017): Problem solving was the number one skill in terms of 

importance and creativity and innovation skills deemed hardest non-machine/AI skills to find.  The study also mentions 

that the skills crunch is being addressed within these top two efforts: promoting talent diversity and inclusiveness; fixes in 

people strategy  (such as increasing skillsets of innovative thinking and inclusive leadership).  Study found here: 

https://www.pwc.com/gx/en/ceo-survey/2017/industries/20th-ceo-survey-technology.pdf

Imagination is one of the hardest things to keep alive under pressure.  In recessions and downturns, only 14% of 

companies outperform both historically and competitively, because they invested in new growth areas during these times 

(new growth areas that came from INNOVATING)  Article April HBR: https://hbr.org/2020/04/we-need-imagination-now-

more-than-ever
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